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COPYING GREEK INTO SLAVONIC? 
THE SLAVONIC BRANCH OF THE GREEK TRADITION OF 
THE LIFE OF ABRAHAM OF QIDUN
Dieter Stern, Ghent University
This paper takes the Slavonic Life of Abraham of Qidun as an example to 
explore general aspects of translation, its techniques and ideological underpin-
nings in a pre-modern, literate setting. Translation presupposes writing and 
literacy and operates on the idea of a text as an abstract, formally defined unit 
standing as a type behind the concrete token realisations such as may be dis-
seminated in manuscripts or in printed books. Jack Goody argued that the idea 
of a text is basically derived from the act and practice of writing, which adds 
to oral cultures the technical feasibility of having exact reproductions of the 
form of any utterance as soon as it is put into writing.1 Goody makes a point 
of demonstrating that the idea of textual sameness is absent from oral cultures 
because there are no cultural practices instigating and supporting this particular 
abstraction. The possibility of producing in writing identical versions of what 
would then appear as the same text on an abstract level by the practical act of 
copying was probably what originally brought about the idea of an abstract and 
invariant formal unit called “text”. Thus, copying as a technique providing for 
invariant reproduction and the creation of abstract sameness became the defin-
ing act of literate culture, and it may be assumed that translation is originally 
just an extension of copying beyond the limits of a given code. This is, prob-
ably, one of the primary reasons why literalism as a means of safeguarding an 
exact copy beyond the limits of code boundaries has been at the heart of trans-
lation throughout the ages.
However, as Horace’s idea of the fidus interpres shows, translators have 
early on been aware of the costs of literalism and have accordingly allowed for 
certain liberties to assuage the negative effects of its stricter applications. It has 
been variously claimed that the earliest Slavonic translations tend more to the 
fidus interpres type than later ones, though literalism as the core principle of 
reproduction looms large in early Slavonic translations, too, as has been pointed 
out by Simon Franklin.2 As a matter of fact, modern ideas of being true to a 
text, with their underlying holistic approach to the meaning of a text and its 
emphasis on the unique individual effort at getting to the core of it through the 
1 Goody, Interface.
2 Franklin, Writing, Society and Culture.
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act of translating, which in the end completely dissociates meaning from form, 
might cause unrealistic expectations of what to expect from a Slavonic transla-
tion of the kind that is said to pertain to the more liberal type. There is nothing 
like the liberties taken by modern translators of works of literature to be found 
in any Slavonic translation. The liberties a medieval Slavonic translator might 
possibly take hardly ever exceed the confines of the immediate word and its 
possible equivalents. Symptomatic in this respect is the discussion by John the 
Exarch about whether or not it would be admissible to translate a Greek word 
with feminine gender into a Slavonic word with the same meaning but that 
unfortunately happens to have masculine gender, and vice versa.3 It appears 
that medieval Slavonic translators translated words rather than sentences or 
texts, and this limited the possible liberties any translator might be able to take.
The often cited principle difference between early and later Slavonic transla-
tions would in practice more often than not boil down to a formal choice like 
the one illustrated by example (1), which shows the alternatives for rendering 
a Greek nominal compound. Nominal compounds do indeed pose a problem to 
translators into Slavonic, which did not originally count nominal compounding 
among its native formal resources. The example is taken from the Life of Abra-
ham (§ 41):
(1)
μετὰ ταπεινοφροσύνης (a) сь смѣреною моудростию (b) съ смѣреномоудростию
(a) is the solution unvaryingly found in the extant copies of the Slavonic 
translation of the Life of Abraham. It departs from the Greek original by dissect-
ing the compound into two independent lexical items, namely, a simple adjective 
headed by a simple noun, whereas (b) exactly copies the Greek morphological 
structure, which is alien to (or at least not preferred in) Slavic languages in gen-
eral. This is a very small and harmless deviation from the original indeed; 
nevertheless, (a) could define the limits of what might be a permissible devia-
tion from literalism in medieval Slavonic translations.4 Apart from this, even 
in periods that indulged in a somewhat greater tolerance towards departures 
3 Franklin, Op. cit., p. 214.
4 According to Palaeoslavist lore, (a) could be taken as indicative of an early 10th-century 
translation, whereas (b) would be considered typical of the later 14th-century translation style, 
which has been established by TroSt, Untersuchungen, as adhering to the strictest literalism 
imaginable. For an instructive demonstration of the fallibility of applying common observations 
about typical translation features as rules with predictive force, see VoSS, Übersetzungskunst, 
p. 50. Voss shows that the 10th-century translation of the Paraenesis would usually prefer literal 
translations of compounds, whereas the 14th-century redaction of the Paraenesis of Lesnovo 
replaces these awkward compounds with analytic adverbial expressions where Palaeoslavists 
would assume just the opposite. Our own example above, taken from another Paraenesis text (the 
Life of Abraham of Qidun), would again reinstate common Palaeolavic assumptions and seemingly 
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from literalism, strict literalism was still considered the ideal of a proper trans-
lation. A translator would not leave the straight path of literalism if there were 
no pressing need to do so. Thus, conceptually, and perhaps even more so in 
practice, translating into Slavonic is in fact code copying, which appears to be 
true for the whole body of Slavonic translations regardless of the period to 
which they belong.
With strict literalism being the overall norm, deviations from literalism may 
be expected to be dependent on text genres, as is argued by Lora Taseva.5 For 
some text genres, there is relatively little need to abandon the cherished prin-
ciple of translation (or rather trans-copying), and for others, strict literalism will 
occasionally pose a serious problem in creating a readable text in the target 
language. Hagiography, especially the strictly narrative kind with its simple 
everyday language, will offer little occasion to depart from literalism, whereas 
theological or philosophical treatises will be laden with problems of finding 
good matches for the conceptually tricky bits of terminology. The text I have 
been working with during the last years, the Slavonic translation of the Greek 
Life of Abraham of Qidun,6 is one of those texts that will cause little trouble 
for a translator devoted to the principle of literal translation and therefore may 
easily lend itself to modes of representation and analysis of multilingual tradi-
tions that only literal translations can allow.
As a matter of fact, the application of strict literalism appears to be a prere-
quisite to mapping the translation onto the original in a formally strict and 
detailed manner. Matters of equivalence and deviation may be judged for every 
single item in the text. Ultimately, one could argue that strict literalism oblit-
erates the dividing line between textual traditions that are usually clearly sepa-
rated by the use of different linguistic codes. It might even be tempting to treat 
Slavic translations as part of the Greek tradition. The Slavic testimonies of any 
given text would, as it were, become just another branch of the Greek tradition. 
We would be dealing with Greek texts relexified into Slavonic. The Slavic 
tradition may, more often than not, attest in an easily and unambiguously 
detectable way to a lost branch of the monolingual Greek tradition, a text redac-
tion which may not be traceable within the extant Greek copies but which may 
easily be identified in some detail by translating the Slavic text mechanically 
back into Greek. A case in point would be the Slavic Life of Abraham, which 
throughout reflects an archaic layer of the Greek tradition and at least at one 
disprove Voss’ observation. In fact, it only shows that one ought to be very careful about evalu-
ating the origins and descent of a text on the basis of translation styles.
5 TaSeva, Перевод и редакция, p. 35.
6 Due to my research being situated within the framework of a project on the Bdinski Sbornik 
(cf. SelS – Stern, Digital Edition), the following observations will rest exclusively on material 
drawn from the second half of the Life of Abraham, known as the Story of Abraham and his niece 
Mary.
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point (§ 35 according to the text division of the Acta Sanctorum) might even 
attest to a layer more archaic than anything demonstrated by the extant Greek 
copies.7 Given the common knowledge that any Slavic translator will stay as 
true as possible to the minutest details of the structure of the original text, it is 
tempting to apply the same code-copying procedure in reverse in order to reach 
lost Greek text versions. With the usual provisos made, one may even feel 
fairly safe in assuming that one has come very close to a written source that 
existed sometime, somewhere as a real material object in writing. 
But what is our common knowledge about how Slavic translators worked 
actually based on? There are few studies that have ever addressed medieval 
Slavonic translation technique in a principled manner.8 There is abundant lit-
erature that deals with translations from Greek into Slavonic, but the focus is 
almost always on the individual text that has been translated rather than on the 
act of translation as such. Unfortunately, the same holds true for part of the 
theoretical studies listed above. Though trying hard to arrive at a theoretically 
valuable overall assessment of what translation meant to medieval Slavic trans-
lators and how they actually worked, many studies do not quite succeed in 
disentangling themselves from the intricacies of the philological details of the 
textual witnesses upon which the studies will be based. Taseva’s appears to be 
the only recent attempt to define the theoretical prerequisites and open up meth-
odological pathways to uncover techniques and peculiarities of translations.9 
Usually, however, Palaeoslavic studies, which will as a matter of course deal 
most of the time with translated texts, aim at establishing individual textual 
histories in order to complete our knowledge of literary history. They hardly 
ever address translations as a topic in its own right. There is no substantial in-
depth study that may claim to tell us something about the translational profes-
sion in the medieval Slavic world on the basis of a wide variety of translated 
texts from any region, period, and genre. This particular focus on (national) 
literary history also reflects on the way in which the problem of translation is 
addressed. Knowledge about translation techniques, therefore, will be based on 
intuitive personal experience with individual texts rather than on principled 
grounds.
With this in mind, we cannot take for granted that our common knowledge 
about translation principles and strategies offers sufficient grounds for the 
7 Cf. Stern, Изучая источники, pp. 74-91.
8 TroSt, Übersetzungstheoretische Konzeptionen, pp. 497-525; TroSt, Untersuchungen; 
HanSack, Das Kyrillisch-Mazedonische Blatt, pp. 336-414; ThomSon, ‘Sensus’ or ‘Proprietas 
Verborum’; ThomSon, Typology of Errors; macrobert, Translation; VoSS, Übersetzungstech-
nik; Franklin, Writing, Society and Culture, pp. 206-216; ChriStianS, Übersetzungsprinzipien; 
Stern, Variation; VoSS, Übersetzungskunst; TaSeva – VoSS, Altkirchenslavische Übersetzungen; 
Marti, Mehrfachübersetzungen; TaSeva, Перевод и редакция; FuchSbauer, Übertragung; 
Pičchadze, Переводческая деятельность; Dimitrova, Синтаксична структура.
9 TaSeva, Перевод и редакция.
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evaluation of individual translations and their techniques. We simply do not 
know whether individual translators will not have specific habits that would 
run against the cherished principle of literalism. Exceptions may be expected 
anywhere anytime, and possibly these may even betray recurrent, overarching 
patterns that may allow not only discriminating between less and more liberal 
modes of literalism, but also identifying idiosyncratic individual styles of trans-
lation. Therefore, though the rich experience of Paleoslavists around the world 
teaches us that Slavonic translations will display a more or less rigorously 
applied literalism most of the time, there is still ample space for subtle forms 
of variation that may be indicative of specific translation strategies and prefer-
ences.
variation among copieS: tranSmiSSion or tranSlation?
Literalism blurs the line between linguistic codes and text traditions to the 
extent that typical features of variation within a monolingual transmission may 
become almost indistinguishable from effects of the efforts taken to straddle 
the linguistic border in translation. Therefore, in order to approach the subtle 
details of any particular translation style (or preferences) a major task will be 
to separate regular variation, typical of ordinary monolingual transmission, 
from types of variation that are intrinsically related to the translation process.
At first glance, studies on translation techniques based on texts transmitted 
through manual copies seem to be seriously impeded by the double task of 
having firstly to reconstruct the presumed original version of the translation 
and secondly to identify within the tradition of the original language the version 
on which the translation is based. As a matter of fact, both tasks must be tack-
led simultaneously by determining the intersection between both Slavonic and 
Greek text versions in order to specify the common denominator of both man-
uscript traditions. The observations that I will make here concerning the Story 
of Abraham and his niece Mary are certainly preliminary because the com-
parison of both traditions has not yet been carried out with regard to all extant 
manuscripts.10 Nevertheless, it appears that the manuscripts that have been 
10 The following manuscripts have been used for the reconstruction of the presumed original 
version of the Slavic translation: [1] RGB Pogodin 71, AD 1280 or 1288, ed. BojkovSky – 
Aitzetmüller, Paraenesis (1983-1986); [2] RGB Troice-Sergieva Lavra 7 (2016), 13th c. (accord-
ing to Hemmerdinger-Iliadou, Étude comparative, p. 302); [3] Hilandar 384, AD 1300-1309; 
[4] Hilandar 397, AD 1360-1369; [5] Hilandar 648; [6] HAZU III.b.12, mid-14th c.; [7] NBKM 
297(151) (Lesnovo Paraenesis), AD 1353, ed. BojkovSky – Aitzetmüller, Paraenesis; [8] 
NBKM 298(93), 14th-15th c.; [9] NBKM 299(2), late 16th c.; [10] NBKM 1031, 16th c.; [11] NMRM 
3/7(29) (Rilski manastir), 1360–1380; [12] Warsaw, BOZ 99, before 1458; [13] Ljubljana, 
Narodna in Univerzitetna Knjižnica, cod. Kop. 18, 16th c. (a. 1567?); [14] Ghent University 
Library cod. (slav.) 408 (Bdinski Sbornik), AD 1360 or beginning 15th c. (cf. Petrova-Taneva, 
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analysed thus far have been luckily chosen, so that by now a fairly reliable picture 
can be drawn of what the Slavonic translation as well as its Greek model may 
have looked like.
A full reconstruction, which would take into account all extant manuscripts, 
might not even be required if the analytic procedure is restricted to a particular 
subset of variant readings. The problem of variant readings within each of the 
respective linguistic branches of the text tradition may be conveniently bypassed 
by exclusively focussing on the cases where significant variation occurs only 
at the Greek-Slavonic interface. The ideal text passage to focus on would show 
variation within neither the Slavic nor the Greek tradition, but it would at the 
same time display a marked variant that sets off the Slavonic from the Greek 
tradition. The exclusive Slavonic reading would single out the Slavonic tradi-
tion as a type of independent redaction. However, yet to be settled is the ques-
tion of whether this deviation from the uniformity of the extant Greek manu-
scripts would be due to the particular conditions of the translation process or 
whether it would simply reflect another Greek redaction, attested indirectly 
through the textual evidence of the Slavic tradition.11
Notwithstanding these principle limitations, the task may not only prove 
worthwhile in the end but also be supported by arguments of a more quantita-
tive nature. The idea is that the exclusive readings of the Slavic tradition could 
in theory simply reflect one of the endpoints of the Greek manuscript trans-
mission. In view of the fact that the extant Greek manuscripts represent only 
a small portion of all copies that have ever been made of a particular text, 
those manuscripts that have survived the ages could each be treated as an 
hypothetical endpoint of an individual line of transmission.12 Such endpoints 
Bdinski Zbornik), ed. Scharpé – Vyncke, Bdinski Zbornik; [15] GIM Usp. 4/1063 (Uspenskij 
sbornik), 12th c., ed. Kotkov, Успенский сборник XII–XIII вв; [16] Verchokamija 1199; [17] 
MGU Slav. 2Ci262, 17th c.; [18] Velikie Minei Čet’i, Okt. 19-31 (1880). 
For the Greek tradition, a sample of 8 out of 31 known copies of the VAQ has been selected: 
[i] Athens, Bibl. Nat., gr. 2096, 12th c.; [ii] El Escorial, Real Biblioteca, Ω.IV.32, 11th c.; [iii] 
Oxford, Bodleian Library, Baroccianus gr. 148, 15th c.; [iv] Oxford, Bodleian Library, Laudianus 
68, 11th c.; [v] Oxford, Bodleian Library, Laudianus 84, 12th c.; [vi] Paris, Louvre, Papyrus 
fragments, inv. no. 13519-13524, 7th c.; [vii] Vatican, Bibliotheca Apostolica, gr. 797, 10th–11th 
c.; [viii] Vatican, Bibliotheca Apostolica, gr. 866, 11th-12th c. For a full list of all extant Greek 
copies, cf. capron, Codex, pp. 65-66. The selected codices cover the whole range of the extant 
Greek redactions of the VAQ as identified by Capron. In the sample there is a slight preponderance 
of copies that closely match the Slavonic version (ii, iv, vi, viii).
11 On this problem in relation to lexicography, see also TaSeva, Лемматизация, p. 238, ann. 
30. Furthermore, restricting one’s first probe into translational variation on passages with a uni-
form Greek transmission has the practical advantage that no question will arise about which Greek 
variant reading served as a model for the freer translation. This will ultimately allow the researcher 
to pinpoint the exact manner of how the translator departed from the original.
12 Which, of course, does not imply that they in fact were actual endpoints of a line of trans-
mission. Most of them will probably have been copied again. However, for the purpose of our 
argument it does not matter, whether the extant copies were actual endpoints or intermediate 
points of a line of transmission of which they are the only preserved and available exemplars.
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will typically display a certain amount of variants, be they simple errors or 
moderate conscious interventions, which were newly introduced into the 
respective endpoint copy and were either never reproduced any further due to 
the manuscript being a real endpoint or not represented in any other manuscript 
due to the loss of all the manuscripts copied from the apparent endpoint manu-
script. These isolated readings set off a particular manuscript copy from the 
uniform reading of all other extant manuscript copies. It may be assumed that 
isolated readings usually will, given similar conditions of reproduction, show 
a roughly even distribution throughout any copy, so they will never exceed a 
certain percentage within a copy provided that the copy in question is not the 
only extant copy of a text redaction in the sense of a consciously and thor-
oughly revised text.13 This average level of textual ambient noise ought to be 
subtracted from the total number of variations of any one copy in order to 
assess the kind and type of variations observed in a textual source. Because the 
ultimate aim of this study is to tell us something about translation technique, 
another preliminary step must be taken to delete obvious scribal or translation 
errors from our total count.
13 This interpretation presupposes a fundamental opposition between redactions as a conscious 
effort to “improve” or just change a text systematically and throughout on the one hand, and the 
usual business of copying with the occasional slip of the pen and possibly also a few conscious 
changes on the other. Redactions may be expected to create a major break with the preceding text 
transmission with a high number of isoglossic variant readings to be found in all follow-up copies 
of the new line of transmission, whereas simple copying will provide for a slow and gradual 
accumulation of isoglossic differences as the line of transmission grows increasingly longer, 
which offers the possibility of another interpretation of text copies marked by a high number of 
isolated readings: They may as well represent a remote point along one particular line of transmis-
sion with the extant remote copy being the only survivor of its particular branch line. The effect 
in comparison with less isolated manuscripts from other branches of transmission might be indis-
tinguishable from a redaction that happens to be available in only one surviving copy. For the 
topic under discussion, this intriguing observation is of no further concern. Macrobert, Transla-
tion, pp. 255-256, addresses, however, a more serious problem. Although redacting and copying 
are two very different activities in terms of intention and effect, we must be wary that both 
activities are by no means mutually exclusive. Between the vigorous redactor, who changes almost 
every bit of a text at hand, and a true and fearful copyist, who will not dare to alter one iota of 
the original text, there are all kinds of intermediate actors conceivable. There may be those start-
ing out on a major revision, who will ultimately find the text at hand not so corrupt and faulty 
after all, so that they will introduce considerably fewer changes than originally intended, and there 
may be copyists, who start out copying, but will every now and then take offence with a passage 
and alter it in a conscious effort to create a slightly better text. By way of combining both 
activities in one effort, the difference between redacting and copying becomes gradable. Accord-
ingly, a smooth continuum of values for isolated readings could be dreaded, which would not 
allow the identification of a clear cut-off point between redaction and copy. Fortunately, at least 
in the case of the Life of Abraham, there is indeed a stark contrast between text copies with low 
to moderate numbers of isolated readings and text copies with excessively high numbers of iso-
lated readings, so the counting procedure proved a useful heuristic tool at least for the particular 
text at hand.
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on tranSlation miStakeS and tranSlation technique
Owing to the prevalent text-critical approach, scholars have primarily assessed 
Slavonic translations in terms of mistakes, for example, in the typology of trans-
lation errors compiled by Francis Thomson.14 As useful as mistakes may be for 
the reconstruction of the original state of the translation, and telling as they might 
be with respect to the general conditions and difficulties of translating as well as 
the degree of attentiveness of individual translators, mistakes tell us little to noth-
ing about translation technique and possible deviations from preconceived norms, 
freedoms, or departures from the original that cannot be explained by anything 
other than conscious intervention. Translation technique is about conscious 
efforts to create an adequate text, not about blunders. Translation techniques tell 
us something about the particular ideology behind any translation, whereas mis-
takes tell us at best something about individual failures to stick to one or another 
translation ideology. Therefore, translation errors, though they will not be ignored 
completely, will not form the focus of the analysis that follows.
However, keeping errors separate from interventions is not a straightforward 
task in all cases. On the one hand, there is certainly no way of qualifying a 
reading mistake due to Greek itacism as a conscious intervention by whoever 
introduced it into the text. On the other hand, an additional line explicating 
what has been said before might in no way be considered a blunder. There are 
types of variation, however, that cannot be unanimously and on general grounds 
grouped under one category. Omissions, for example, may qualify either as 
simple errors or efforts at conscious interference.
Thomson compiled a typology of typical errors made in Slavonic transla-
tions, dividing them into two basic categories: lexical vs syntactical errors.15 
All of the syntactical deviations from the Greek original listed by Thomson can 
indeed only be understood in terms of the translation process. Among them 
figure mostly mismatches of grammatical categories, such as case, number, or 
tense. Neither a preceding Greek nor a following Slav copyist would have been 
able to introduce such a deviation from the presumed original. As for the lexical 
errors, the situation is less clear. We cannot interpret frequent errors like taking 
a proper name for a regular lexical word, false etymologies, erroneous conjec-
tures, or deliberate omissions of words due to the homonymy of the Slavonic 
translation equivalents – the latter appearing to be a very special and rare case 
indeed – in terms of anything other than a translation error. However, the rest 
of the features listed, like confusion of vowels (for example, due to itacism) could 
be ascribed to the translation process but may as well be accounted for by mis-
takes having occurred within the Greek transmission. In the case of itacisms, 
14 ThomSon, Typology of Errors.
15 Ibidem.
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which are common in Greek manuscript transmission, a mistake introduced by a 
Greek copyist could not even be excluded if no Greek manuscript testifying to 
this error could be identified. For our purposes of identifying the peculiarities of 
translation style or styles, Thomson’s typology will serve as an instrument to 
separate translation errors from conscious interference.
FocuSSing on abraham and hiS niece: the quantitative perSpective
On the basis of these general assumptions, we can try to give a general, 
quantitative assessment of the exclusive variant readings of the Slavonic trans-
lation of the Story of Abraham and his niece Mary. If the total number of 
exclusive variant readings of the Slavonic base text should significantly exceed 
the average number of exclusive variants within the Greek transmission, we 
might be able to see this as an indication that not all exclusive variant readings 
of the Slavic text may reflect the isolated readings of an unknown Greek orig-
inal that has been used for the translation but that at least some of the variation 
reflects efforts to adapt the Greek text to the special requirements of the Sla-
vonic language and possibly also the Slavic cultural setting. Conversely, if 
there are no significant quantitative differences, then it is certainly likely that 
the extant variants are mainly due to isolated readings of the Greek original, 
leaving little room for the assumption of creative interventions on the side of 
the translator. Although the counting procedure will not allow for the identifi-
cation of individual passages that reflect a conscious remodelling at the hands 
of the translator, it will at least allow us to conclude whether or not conscious 
remodelling forms an essential part of the translation technique applied to our 
text. In the following table, I am treating the Slavic text as part of the Greek 
transmission by hypothetically assuming it to be just another Greek manuscript 
being opposed to Greek fellow manuscripts.16















Total 83 15 11 111 29 91 8 20
16 Although it is clearly implied in the particular character of isolated readings, it seems appro-
priate to state explicitly that “Slavonic text” in the present research is less of an abstract, hypo-
thetical unit than it would normally appear. With all or the overwhelming majority of the extant 
Slavonic copies having an identical reading, it is safe enough to assume that the hypothetical 
Slavonic text will have had the same identical reading.
17 Although the Louvre papyrus has been used elsewhere to establish and confirm individual 
exclusive Slavic readings, it has not been included in the overall count presented in this table for 
the simple reason that it displays several significant lacunae.
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Within this small test sample there are five Greek manuscripts which show 
a moderate level of variation ranging between 8 and 29 exclusive readings for 
the whole of the Story of Abraham and his niece Mary (Scorialensis Ω.IV.32, 
Vaticanus 866, Laudianus 68, Baroccianus 148, Vaticanus 797).18 We assume 
these numbers to possibly reflect the average variation among closely related 
copies. The still considerable range for the total number of isolated readings 
per manuscript, ranging in our sample between 8 and 29, could be accounted 
for by assuming variables such as lost intermediary stages or particular scribal 
habits or even pure chance. Compared to this, the tremendously high score of the 
presumed Slavic prototype could well be interpreted in terms of variation due to 
the specific conditions of translation. However, the two Greek manuscripts 
Athous 2096 and Laudianus 84 even exceed the score of the Slavonic text. This 
means that the high number of Slavic deviations from the Greek tradition may 
not as easily be accounted for as one might have initially hoped. An obvious 
explanation of the extremely high scores for exclusive variants in both of the 
Greek manuscripts would be that each of them represents the sole exemplar of 
a redaction of its own, so that individual, really exclusive readings of the man-
uscript itself and readings characteristic of the redaction are lumped together.
Unfortunately, because the same argument can be applied to the Slavonic 
text, we must deal with variation philologically rather than quantitatively. Close 
readings of every single isolated reading appear to be necessary in order to 
clarify their status with respect to their cause. Can it be shown that the excess 
amount of roughly 50 exclusive readings can be unanimously qualified as 
reflecting the specific requirements of the translation process? The first step 
will be to classify the isolated readings that set off the Slavic from the Greek 
line of tradition. At the same time, we will be trying to separate errors due to 
translation, as targeted by Thomson,19 from deviations that cannot be accounted 
for in terms of misunderstandings of the Greek text and are therefore likely to 
testify to conscious attempts to depart from strict literalism regardless of purpose 
or reason.
Among the various types of variation that could possibly be interpreted in 
terms of translation technique, four will be singled out and discussed with a 
view to their general properties: (a) additions, (b) omissions, (c) transpositions, 
and (d) paraphrases, both lexical and syntactic. I will point out the peculiarities 
of each of these four basic types of variation and illustrate them with examples 
taken from the total sample of exclusive readings at the Slavonic-Greek inter-
face. We will make use of the Hilandar 397 and the Codex Scorialensis Ω.IV.32 
18 It goes without saying that the observations made on the basis of our small test sample 
cannot be anything but preliminary. It is hoped that our quantitative approach will inspire further 
investigation into the issue at hand. 
19 ThomSon, Typology of Errors.
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as base texts whenever possible. I have chosen only those examples that will 
display (almost) no variants in all other available Greek or Slavic manuscripts. 
In view of this a justification of the choice of the manuscripts should be redun-
dant and the choice itself is arbitrary and pointless to the argument that follows. 
There is, however, some minor variation going on in the examples that will be 
quoted below. Almost none of it is relevant to the discussions at hand, but it 
might give a misleading impression as to the relationship between the Greek 
and the Slavic branch of the tradition. Hilandar 397 and Scorialensis Ω.IV.32 
will, however, owing to their closeness to the presumed original state of the 
Slavic translation, match quite neatly most of the time, with the exception of 
those cases, of course, where the Slavic translator departed from his Greek 
original.
1. Additions
We may assume that additions of whatever kind that do not turn up in any 
Greek manuscript, are due to conscious interference with the text on the part 
of the translator. The act of translation, though it may be conceived of as 
copying across code-boundaries, will always involve some kind of heightened 
redactional attentiveness and accompanying activity. Adding words or phrases 
stands out as a major technical device in making a translation more transparent. 
Notwithstanding this, separating additions that elucidate a difficult expression 
of the source language from other types of addition that are not related to the 
specific requirements of translating, is no straightforward task. Even with marked 
and longer additions, the immediate benefit for the text and its user or reader 
may not always be apparent. The more convincing cases for an addition intro-
duced by the translator will be those that can be argued to reflect a linguistic 
or cultural difference, as in the following example, which appears to testify to 
a cultural-pragmatic difference in the realisation of particular speech acts:
§ 37
Прїиди г҃и дажь да сьвлꙗкоу сапоги твое.
Δεῦρο κύρι   ἐπάρω τὰ ὑποδήματά σου.
The underlying illocutionary act of this sentence addressed to Abraham by 
Mary is a proposal. Neither Greek nor Slavonic make use of a performative 
verb (I propose that X), but both clearly differ in the way the proposal is 
framed. Whereas Greek applies a simple and direct statement of what is about 
to be performed as the content of the proposal, Slavic introduces the same 
proposal as a request for permission. The literal rendering of the Greek original 
would not by any means impede the comprehension by a Slavic audience. 
It may be assumed that cultural restrictions may have induced the translator to 
couch the proposal in more indirect terms, possibly in order to indicate the 
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social difference between junior service provider (Mary, who still acts as a 
whore) and senior customer (Abraham, who still acts as a client). A direct 
proposal without a marker of deference (даждь да) would possibly have been 
deemed culturally inappropriate in a Slavic setting. We would need to make 
further investigations into the pragmatics of Old Slavonic in order to confirm 
this admittedly speculative hypothesis.
2. Omissions
Omissions cannot be classified as either mistakes or conscious interference 
on principled grounds. Accordingly, it is very hard to judge if an omission is 
related to monolingual transmission or to translation. Especially for omissions, 
every occurrence must be analysed and assessed individually. There is only a 
general rule of thumb that the longer the omitted parts are, the less likely it is 
that we are dealing with a simple slip of the pen. Longer omitted passages 
could, however, still be accounted for on the basis of homoioteleuton or homoi-
arcton, and in case of substantial omissions, a folio missing from the original 
manuscript used for the translation could be assumed. Also, there is a common 
tendency to omit entire clauses in chains of structurally parallel rhetorical 
exclamations:
§ 38
O  чедо моѥ, пом҃лоуи старость мою.
Τέκνον,  ἐλέησον τὸ γέρας μου, παρακαλῶ σε.
— 
Τέκνον μου, κατοικτείρησον τὰς πολιὰς μου.
Молю те, оутроба моꙗ,  м҃лю ти се, о чедо моє, 
Δέομαί σου, σπλάγχνον μου, 
вьставьши греди с нами.
καὶ ἀναστᾶσα  δεῦρο σὺν ἐμοί.
In cases like this, it may be hard to decide whether the omission of the sen-
tence or clause was triggered by a saut du même au même or whether it was 
consciously dropped in order to reduce the rhetorical pathos of the text. Further-
more, it is not easy to assign an omission like this to either translation or 
transmission on the basis of the intrinsic properties of the omission.
Another rule of thumb would be that we can assume that omissions that do 
not lead to a corrupted text may have been consciously applied. Below, a few 
examples will be discussed, which clearly testify to a restyling of the original 
text.
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§ 32 
и вьшьд же вь гостиницю
 εἰσῆλθεν ἐν τῷ πανδοχείῳ
 гледааше   сѣмо и сѣмо хоте ю видѣти.
κατέλυσεν περιεβλέπετο δὲ ἐκεῖ τοῦ ἰδεῖν αὐτὴν.
—
Εἴτα παρελθούσης ὥρας πολλῆς καὶ μὴ θεασάμενος αὐτὴν 
Ѡсклабивь     же се рече  кь гостиникоу:
ὑπομειδιάσας εἶπεν πρὸς τὸν πάνδοχον:
Here, a whole clause is omitted; furthermore, a verb has been dropped from 
the main clause. We can argue that both omissions are dependent upon each 
other, thus an error seems to be excluded. The Greek model, though not com-
pletely incomprehensible, seems to have mixed up the sequentiality of the epi-
sode related in this sentence. This might have induced the translator to remove 
those parts that seem to disturb the logical-temporal order of the events (looking 
around for a while, entering the brothel, smiling and addressing the proprietor). 
This apparently conscious intervention has the additional effect of speeding up 
the narrative, so this relates to the problem of having to tackle with a seemingly 
corrupt original. In principle, an earlier Greek redactor could have pruned a 
sentence like this for the sake of narrative clarity, but there is a slightly greater 
likelihood that the change was introduced by a translator whose activity by 
nature presupposes a heightened level of redactional watchfulness. The follow-
ing case testifies in a very similar manner to a conscious omission:
§ 38
             Ефрем бо за те
Ἰδοὺ γὰρ καὶ ὁ ἀγαπητὸς ἡμῶν Ἐφραΐμ ἀλγεῖ περί σου
  м҃лить б҃а тебе ради.
καὶ παρακαλεῖ τὸν θεὸν διὰ σέ.
As in the first case the omission is discontinuous, consisting of a longer 
chunk and an additional word being omitted, which clearly bespeaks a conscious 
intervention. Both omissions taken together create a coherent but simplified ver-
sion of the original sentence. Unlike in the aforementioned example, however, 
we can rule out the emendation of an apparently corrupt text as the driving 
force for the omission. The decision underlying the omission may therefore be 
assumed to be stylistic in nature. Although translators as well as redactors 
within a monolingual tradition may likewise be assumed to take stylistic deci-
sions and alter a text accordingly, the character of the stylistic decision may 
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point to a particular cultural context. As I will argue below, simplification as 
attested in this passage would rather be typical of a Slavic translator than of a 
Greek redactor.
3. Transpositions
Hardly any situation seems imaginable for a transposition to have come 
about as the result of a mistake. Although there is a high degree of likeliness 
for any transposition to be the result of conscious interference, the motivation 
for having text elements change their position seems particularly hard to deter-
mine most of the time. Unless divergent syntactic constraints between source 
and target language can be indicated, it seems almost impossible to point out 
the motivation for transpositions. However, even in cases where the material 
seems to lend itself to a syntactic interpretation, serious doubts may still persist, 
as in the following case:
§ 32
и   ꙗко же ю видѣ вь красотѣ тои
καὶ  ὡς δὲ [εἶδε αὐτὴν] εἰς τὸν καλλωπισμὸν ἐκεῖνον
The transposition at hand involves a clitic element in Slavonic. The Greek 
element is non-clitic. Because a clitic would be required to move into Wacker-
nagel position, the transposition could be due to a syntactical requirement of 
Slavonic and would accordingly be related to the translation process. However, 
even though Old Church Slavonic is basically a cliticising language, which usu-
ally will move clitics into Wackernagel position, there is a tendency to move 
pronominal clitics into the VP.20 Thus, we can make no clear case for a syntactic 
requirement causing the transposition in this example.
Only occasionally will a transposition betray its motivation, as in the follow-
ing case, where it is obviously triggered by a valency conflict between Greek 
and Slavonic:
§ 39
и  припадоу кь твоєму прѣпо ҃дбию и молю
  προσπίπτω [τε καὶ   παρακαλῶ τὴν σὴν ὁσιότητα]
The specific coordinate construction in Greek is made possible by the 
fact that both coordinate verbs take accusative objects. This is not the case in 
Slavonic with припасти requiring a different case than молити. Whereas 
coordination can take place on the level of lexical heads (V and V) in Greek, 
Slavonic requires coordination at phrase level (VP and VP) in this example of 
divergent case assignment. Under the pressure of syntactic requirements, the 
20 KoSta – Zimmerling, Slavic Clitic Systems, p. 9.
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translator realigned the lexical material accordingly. However, he did not repeat 
the co-referential argument common to both verbs on the second verb, as coor-
dination at phrase level would have required. Instead of the required coordinate 
structure *припадоу кь твоєму прѣподобию и молю тебе (according to the 
co-referent pattern “VOi and VOi”), the translator leaves the second term of the 
coordinate construction incomplete. Notwithstanding this error, the transposition 
obviously reflects an attempt to tackle a syntactic problem caused by the diver-
gent case assignment in Greek and Slavonic. Another case in point may be the 
following:
§ 36
Сѣдѣвый  [:м:  лѣт  вь  чрьньчствѣ  своѥмь  на  ѥдинои  рогозинѣ]   Ø
ὁ [εἰς τὰ πεντήκοντα ἔτη τῆς ἀσκήσεως αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ ἑνὸς ψιαθίου] καθηδεύσας
The movement of the participle towards the beginning of the sentence seems 
to have been induced by the tmesis construction of the Greek original causing 
a split of the article and the participle it determines. The participle appears to 
have moved in the position of the article.21
4. Lexical and Syntactic Paraphrases
As with additions, for paraphrases that render the meaning of the original in 
an at least roughly adequate manner, a slip of the pen seems out of the ques-
tion. A preceding intervention by a Greek redactor may in most cases also be 
excluded. As all examples for either lexical or syntactic paraphrase confirm, 
the main motive for paraphrases appears to be an idiomatic mismatch between 
source and target language. Although literalism might be expected to overrule 
idiomaticity on principled grounds, we may assume that there are cases where 
the tie between an idiomatic expression in one language and its structurally 
deviant equivalent in the other is felt so strongly that the relationship between 
both expressions will be perceived as being that between lexical entries, so that 
any translator may easily be induced to ignore the divergent internal structures of 
the equivalent expressions. Thus, a translator might have felt that a case like the 
Greek λέγειν αὐστηρῶς was an exact colloquial match of рещи остромь словомь 
(§ 34; cf. also below). The problem, however, is to prove strong idiomatic 
associations. Too little is known about the details of early Slavonic translation 
21 We assume the Slavonic translation of the Life of Abraham, as the Paraenesis in its whole, to 
be situated within the cultural context of the Preslav school. It should, however, be noted that there 
was a clear preference in works claimed to be of Preslav origin for translating Greek definite parti-
ciples by pseudo-relative sentences, opening with the neutral form ѥже (TaSeva – VoSS, Altkirch-
enslavische Übersetzungen, p. 112). However, in our particular case this would have meant open-
ing the sentence with a relative clause-like construction, which is not uncommon in Slavonic texts 
but nevertheless might have encouraged any translator to look for a less awkward alternative.
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equivalents and the phraseology of Old Slavonic to arrive at a definite conclu-
sion in this particular case. Presumably, the colloquiality of an expression like 
λέγειν αὐστηρῶς would help its being perceived as a lexical unit rather than 
the combination of two independent elements.
In the case of lexical paraphrase, the idiomaticity of the equivalent expressions 
may be assumed for both languages involved. In cases where there appears to 
be no idiomatic equivalent on the side of the target language, the translator may 
have recourse to a free syntactic paraphrase, as in the following case:
§ 32 
зѣло бо слышаль ѥсмь ѡ нѥи и годѣ ми ѥсть.
πάνυ γὰρ ἀπὸ τῆς ἀκοῆς  ἠράσθην αὐτῆς.
The Greek idiomatic expression is replaced by a more explicit syntactic 
paraphrase. Theoretically, a Greek original showing a clause identical to the 
Slavonic one could be assumed here, but the motive for such variation would 
be less clear than in the case of the paraphrase having been introduced by the 
Slavic translator. It may be assumed that there was no exact equivalent to the 
Greek expression in Slavonic, so the translator decided to render it by a seman-
tically fully equivalent subordinate clause. The deviation is, therefore, most 
probably related to the translation process. Further investigation would have to 
show that ἀπὸ τῆς ἀκοῆς in fact is a common idiomatic expression in Greek 
that lacked a proper equivalent in Slavonic.
Having discussed the principal properties of the basic types of variation, we 
will now sum up the results of the numerical count of exclusive variants in the 
Slavic Story of Abraham and his niece Mary. On closer inspection, we see that 
16 of the total count of 83 exclusive Slavonic readings could be shown to 
reflect misunderstandings and errors and thus must be subtracted accordingly 
from the list. For the remaining 67 exclusive readings a conscious intervention 
must be assumed, because no case can be made for scribal or translation errors. 
In the table given below, the occurrences of exclusive readings will be indi-
cated by type and provided with a probable cause:
Types and causes of isolated readings
Type cause: translation cause: transmission cause: inconclusive Total
additions 15 0  7 22
omissions  1 0 12 13
transpositions  2 0  8 10
paraphrases 12 0  0 12
Other  4 1  5 10
Total 34 1 32 67
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There is only one exclusive reading at the Slavonic-Greek interface that 
qualifies as a conscious intervention but cannot in any meaningful way be 
assigned to the translation process. Therefore, the respective variant reading, 
consisting of a lexical replacement cum extension of unclear motivation, most 
probably testifies to a lost Greek text version:
§41
зре ѥє доброньравнаго житиꙗ
θεωρῶν αὐτῆς τὴν καλὴν μετάνοιαν
It appears that approximately half of all cases are related to the translation 
process. The remaining half is inconclusive. It appears that omissions and trans-
positions are the most elusive categories, whereas paraphrases stand out as 
the hallmark of translation. Additions hold the middle ground, and we can, 
more often than not, show them to be related to the specific requirements of 
the translation.
In view of the fact that the list contains only variation located at the Greek-
Slavonic interface, it may appear counterintuitive to maintain that they might 
not necessarily be related to the Slavonic translation. There is in fact no way 
of ruling out that the listed variants came into being during the translation 
process although there still remains a hypothetical possibility of their being 
related to the copy of the original translation that was the source of all surviv-
ing copies, or the more likely possibility, that some of the variants reflect a 
feature of the immediate Greek model, which has been lost. In many cases 
there is no way of identifying the ultimate source with any degree of cer-
tainty.
FocuSSing on abraham and hiS niece: 
the qualitative perSpective
As we have seen, with the exception of paraphrases none of the basic types 
of variant readings identified above will qualify as a reliable general indicator 
of its ultimate source. The usual procedure to determine the source and motiva-
tion for textual change will therefore be based on inspecting individual variants 
and discussing the pros and cons for either translation or transmission on the 
basis of circumstantial evidence and speculative reasoning. Unfortunately, there 
are only a limited number of cases where this procedure yields irrefutable evi-
dence in favour of one or the other. In order to assign variant readings at hand 
to the translation process additional support may, however, be offered by taking 
a bird’s eye view of the material and looking for recurrent patterns of devia-
tions from the original which might be indicative of particular style of treating 
the original. Can it be shown, e.g., that some additions display a common 
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feature apart from just being additions to the text, and will this common feature 
possibly even fit into a larger framework? On closer examination of the exclu-
sive readings of the Slavonic translation, I came across different types of vari-
ation that occurred regularly throughout the text, and although they appeared 
to be unrelated at first glance, they appear to combine to form a coherent set 
of changes applied to the original Greek text that are indicative of a particular 
style of the Slavic translator. The changes in question will be grouped into four 
basic types: (a) repetitions, (b) a set of seemingly redundant additions, (c) verb 




Онь же повелѣ ѥи быти вь вьнѣшнѥи 
келїи, сам бо бѣ затворень (вь) 
вьноутрьнеи хлѣвинѣ.
Ὁ δὲ ἐκέλευσεν αὐτὴν εἶναι εἰς τὸ 
ἐξώτερον κελλίον, αὐτὸς γὰρ ἦν 
ἐγκεκλεισμένος εἰς τὸ ἐσώτερον Ø.
2  
§40
затвори ю вь вьноутрьнии кѥлии, … 
сам же прѣбысть вь вьнѣшнѣи 
[келии].22
αὐτὴν μὲν ἐνέκλεισεν εἰς τὸ 
ἐσώτερον κελλίον, … αὐτὸς δὲ 
ἔμεινεν εἰς τὸ ἐξώτερον Ø.
3  
§40
Наше покаꙗниѥ противоу ѡномоу 
покаꙗнию стѣнь єсть
Ἡ ἡμετέρα δὲ μετάνοια πρὸς τὴν 
ἐκείνης Ø σκιά ἐστιν
22 Examples (1) and (2) present quite neat parallels, but unfortunately for both examples the 
case for repetition is moot. Some lexical variation exists in the extant copies for example (1). 
Besides хизинѣ […] хизинѣ in the majority of the manuscripts there are also the combinations 
келии […] хлѣвинѣ (Hilandar 397), хызинѣ […] храминѣ (Hilandar 384 and 648, Staats-
bibliothek Berlin 57, NMRM 3/7 (29), Pogodin 71), келии […] храминѣ (NBKM 298, Ljubljana, 
cod. Kopitar 18) and келии […] хызинѣ (HAZU III.b.12). Note, however, that none of the avail-
able 21 manuscripts ever deletes the second noun, except BAN 68, which puts the case for noun 
phrase resumption under a more serious threat. Unfortunately, the same holds for example (2), 
where Hilandar 397 and Kopitar 18 omit келии in the second slot. The omission in Kopitar 18 
may be argued to be a recent and single-handed change, since NBKM 298, – the ms. on which 
Kopitar 18 is clearly dependent and with which it shares a minor word order change in this par-
ticular place –, has келии in both slots. With BAN 68 and Hilandar 397 the case is more serious. 
In theory each might testify as the only witness to an archaic reading reflecting the original state 
of the translation. This might also account for the lexical variation going on in example (1), 
though it must be pointed out that this variation is by no means restricted to the second slot, 
which would be the only one to be variously filled in throughout further transmission due to the 
hypothetical syntactical elision in the translation. The strict uniformity of the readings for exam-
ple (2) with respect to the lexical choice throughout all extant manuscripts, however, would rather 
not lend itself to support the argument. Apart from that, an argument in favor of the resumptive 
noun phrase elision being an original trait of the translation would have to account for the fact 
that all later copies have the second slot filled in. You could claim an as yet undiscovered syn-
tactic principle of Old Slavonic putting a formal restriction on resumptive noun phrase elision, 
forcing any later copyist to fill in the syntactic gap which was left by the translator. But this would 
beg the question, why the translator, for whom the same syntactic requirement would hold, would 
have omitted the noun phrase in the first place. Though the case remains moot, I would rather 
plead for the empty second slots in BAN 68 and Hilandar 397 to reflect recent single-handed 
changes.




Бѣ же бл҃женнаꙗ та паче ѥс҃тва чловѣча 
добрѣиши




Госпожде Мариѥ, приближи се сѣмѡ 23 кь 
мнѣ.
Κυρία Μαρία, ἔγγισόν Ø μοι.
6  
§39
ѡблобызаю плеснѣ ногоу твоѥю ст҃оую καταφιλῶ τὰ ἴχνη Ø σου τὰ ἅγια
7  
§40
тоу абиѥ 24 затвори ю 
вь вьноутрьнии келии
Ø αὐτὴν μὲν ἐνέκλεισεν εἰς τὸ 
ἐσώτερον κελλίον




Г҃и, вьставь, поиди да вьнидевѣ 25 на 
ложе да поспивѣ тоу.




Приближивьши же се, єть ю и дрьжа ю 
крѣпцѣ 




Вьставьши же затворыи дв҃ри и прииде 
к нѥму
Τότε ἀσφαλισαμένη τὴν θύραν ἧκεν 
πρὸς αὐτόν
(D) STEREOTYPES, ASSOCIATIVE CLICHÉS
11 
§29
Всѣ вѣдїи чловѣколюбче 26 Προγνώστα φιλάνθρωπε
12 
§39
прииметь б҃ь мл҃твоу мою 27 προσδέχεται ὁ θεὸς τὴν μετάνοιάν 
μου
23 MGU Slav. 2Ci262 is the only copy to leave out the adverb само, сѣмо “thither”. Unfor-
tunately, nothing more specific can be said about the affiliation of this manuscript than that it 
roughly fits into the body of Eastern Slavic testimonies of the VAQ. It shares a few quite specific 
variant readings with BOZ 99 and one very specific variant reading with VMČ, but it is hard to 
evaluate its relation to these manuscripts. The possibility of MGU having preserved an archaic 
feature as the only testimony can therefore not be ruled out.
24 Two copies (Hilandar 384 and NBKM 1031) have a lexical variant тогда for aбиѥ. Hilan-
dar 648 is the only manuscript to omit тоу абиѥ.
25 This appears to be the original reading, which is reflected in all of the archaic copies of the 
text. There is, however, some variation occurring though it does not reflect on the original Greek. 
Bdinski Sbornik and HAZU III.b.12 reduce the whole verbal complex to вьниди and поиди, 
respectively. BOZ 99 and MGU slav. 2Ci262 both have въставъ поиди, and Verkhokamia 1199 
has the somewhat similar востани да поидевѣ. All three verbal bases (въстати, поити, 
вънити) figure somehow or other in the variant readings, which might be seen as a further indi-
cation of the tripartite structure of the Slavonic original.
26 Hilandar 397 has a folio missing at this place. The example is taken from the Bdinski Sbornik.




Съпасе вьсего мира Христе Σωτὴρ Ø τοῦ κόσμου Χριστὲ
14 
§32
Бѣ же бл҃женнаꙗ та паче ѥс҃тва чловѣча 
добрѣиши




Сїи вса створиль ѥси похвали радма и 
вѣнца и славы ради христови.
Ταῦτα πάντα ἐποίησας δι᾽ ἔπαινον 
καὶ Ø δόξαν Χριστοῦ.
Except for examples (11) and (12), all examples involve addition of material 
that is absent from the Greek sources, but this is not what is essential about 
them. A crucial starting point is that none of the changes adds in a straightfor-
ward manner to the value of the text. In view of the strict literalism observed 
by the translator elsewhere, one might wonder why he should have applied 
these particular changes at all. Why would the translator violate his leading 
principle of literalism if nothing is gained in return? Another point we ought to 
keep in mind is that none of the above changes to the original text are intrinsically 
related to the process of translation as such. A subsequent Slavic copyist, or any 
Greek copyist-redactor, for that matter, could have introduced the changes. 
Of course, we cannot exclude the possibility that copyists introduced these 
changes, but if this was a later Slavic copyist, it must have been one of the very 
first copyists whose copy would have served as the source for all extant Slavic 
copies. Therefore, we may as well maintain that it was the translator himself 
who introduced the changes.
What is the common denominator of those changes that would justify their 
being treated as related phenomena of the same cause and order? We could 
argue that the addition of items would usually be expected to lead to increasing 
complexity, but certainly all of the additions under (1)-(10) contribute to a 
certain kind of ease for the reading or rather listening public. Repeating a syn-
tactic argument, which would be easily deletable according to general princi-
ples of coordinate constructions, such as in (1)-(3), results in an increase of 
explicitness. Making the implicit explicit is also the common denominator of the 
additions listed under (4)-(7). A more explicit language is easier to reproduce and 
to process. Ease of processing may also be achieved by breaking up complex 
verbal events into smaller chunks of simple events, as in the episodic serialisa-
tions in (8)-(10). Thus, the simplification of the perception process seems to form 
the common principle behind the different types of changes listed under (a)-(c).
But how do the lexical clichés under heading (d) fit in, and why should they 
be classified as clichés in the first place? The Greek original in (12) states 
Mary’s hope that her acts of repentance for her previous sins will benevolently 
be accepted by God. In the Slavic text, however, it is “prayers” not acts of 
repentance that are hoped to be accepted. The Slavic text replaces the specific 
and original of the story with the familiar and general of common knowledge 
that holy people pray incessantly to God and hope that their prayers will be 
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accepted. The same holds for example (11). God, the philanthropist, is com-
monly known as the All-knowing. The specific epithet of the prescient is 
replaced accordingly in the Slavic text. A similar process of stereotypical asso-
ciation is operative in (14)-(15). The added elements – “human”(14), “wreath” 
(15) – form strong collocational ties with the words in their immediate surround-
ings – “physis/nature” (14), “praise” (15). In the latter two examples (14)-(15), 
this close association may be abundantly substantiated by any sample taken 
from hymnographic texts with their stereotypical formulaic language. The same 
holds, finally, for example (13). The standard implication of the Greek expres-
sion, which addresses our Lord as “the Creator of the universe”, would be that 
He did not just create part of it. Thus, there is no need to state explicitly that 
He created the whole universe, as the Slavic text does on the basis of innumer-
able prayers and hymns, which will use the formula of the “Creator of the whole 
universe”.28 Here, once again, explicitness comes into play, and at the same time, 
the specific gives way to the commonplace. The additional elements are intro-
duced into the text by association. The reproduction of the text is informed by 
commonplace knowledge, not of particular texts, but of formulaic clichés.
Both the pragmatic over-explicitness and the associative clichés seem to 
point to a type of literate culture, which appears to be oriented towards a pub-
lic preferring ease of perception over elaborateness of style, the repetitiveness 
of the often-heard and familiar over the appropriateness and coherence of the 
individual text passage.29 It is a public that has some knowledge of written 
texts, but this knowledge is rather generic and focuses on catchy expressions.30 
The type of changes applied to the Slavic redaction differs from that typically 
found in the Greek tradition. The two Greek copies of the Story of Abraham, 
Laudianus 84 and Athous 2096, which run parallel to the Slavic redaction in 
28 As a matter of fact, Greek κόσμος has been rendered as вьсь миръ on a regular basis 
(cf. e.g. the entry миръ2 in Cejtlin, словарь, p. 328). Possibly, translators did not feel that the 
all-encompassing quality of the Greek expression was explicit enough in the Slavonic term миръ. 
In this particular case, explicitness would not just be a feature of the present translation but of the 
wider context of Slavic translations in general, thereby substantiating the assumption put forward 
below that efforts at explicitness are typical of Slavic translations rather than Greek redactions.
29 This would be in line with Taseva’s assessment of the characteristics of later Serbian trans-
lations, in particular that of the Life of St Menignos. TaSeva, Vita, observes that these translations 
would time and again add single words or phrases to sentences of the Greek original in order to 
help the narrative flow of the translated text. She observes further that simplifying techniques, 
including extensions and periphrasis, were also used by John the Exarch in the more complex 
passages of the Hexaemeron.
30 It is tempting to perceive the influence of an oral culture behind these particular features, 
but we should keep in mind that the use of associative clichés, i.e. of formulaic language, is 
particularly assisted by techniques of exact reproduction, such as only writing may provide 
(Goody, Interface, p. 99). Associative clichés, though they rely on memory and, therefore, on 
oral reproduction, are ultimately embedded in a written culture. It may well be true that oral 
practices such as having texts read aloud in public instead of studying them silently in private 
seclusion lies at the bottom of the particular features of the Slavic redaction. Thus, it would be 
indicative of the specific kind of collectively performed literacy characteristic of monastic life.
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showing an even higher number of isolated readings, are replete with additions 
that clearly extend the referential frame of the text, either by giving additional 
information about place and time, as in Athous 2096, or by adding some kind 
of moral explication to the narrative. The revised text of Baroccianus 148 and 
Vaticanus gr. 797 may be added as an even more instructive example of the 
type of redaction current within the Greek tradition. We can easily discern that 
it has little in common with the type of variation found in the Slavic text. As 
Christian Høgl has convincingly demonstrated, Greek redactional work on 
hagiographic texts tends to replace simple, artless textual features by an ever-
increasing complexity of style.31 Being explicit and easily processed would 
certainly not rank among the stylistic features of the literate style and tastes of 
the Christian Constantinopolitan elites, which ultimately culminated in Symeon 
Metaphrastes’ rhetorically over-fraught redaction of saints’ lives. The particular 
features found in the Slavic text point to the opposite direction. They leave the 
impression that the redaction is to be situated in a relatively young literate 
culture, which would not trust their readership too much. Therefore, the hypo-
thetical idea that the variant readings under the headings (a)-(d) could possibly 
testify to a lost Greek redaction runs counter to more general assumptions about 
the growth and development of Byzantine Christian literature. The particular 
features listed above would, however, perfectly befit a young literate culture, 
such as the early 10th-century Slavonic culture.
concluding remarkS
The overwhelming part of Slavonic literature consists of translations from 
Greek. Translation formed a basic part of literate activity in early Slavonic 
writing. We may, therefore, assume that practical as well as theoretical issues 
of bridging the gap between the two linguistic codes formed the major, if not 
the only, concern of literate professionals, and we may also assume that this is 
reflected in a large variety of individual strategies to tackle immediate practical 
problems in the face of common beliefs about how a proper translation ideally 
ought to look. Singling out isolated readings at the Greek-Slavonic interface 
seems a necessary step to gain relatively safe and firm ground in a terrain 
where everything seems uncertain and fluid due to different kinds of variation. 
Therefore, an edition that will help visualise isolated readings at the translation 
interface would be preferable to any other editorial format. Digital editions do 
not have to cope with problems of restricted space allowances due to paper 
consumption costs. A full reproduction of the complete text of all extant copies 
in an interlinear fashion with the additional use of colour coding or other high-
lighting techniques will provide for an immediate visual accessibility of the 
31 Høgl, Symeon Metaphrastes.
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searched for isolated items. For the specific requirements of a translation study, 
visualisation should focus on isolated readings occurring precisely at the Greek-
Slavonic interface.
Focusing on what I have called isolated readings might prove to be a useful 
tool to approach matters of translation technique in a tradition characterised by 
a more or less strict principle of literalism. The method, however, has one seri-
ous drawback. It covers only clear departures from the Greek text, which means 
that more detailed lexical variation due to divergent polysemic patterns, as dealt 
with by Catherine MacRobert,32 would go largely unnoticed. Therefore, listings 
of “isolated readings” would need to be supplemented by additional tools that 
would take into account polysemy.
Another question would be whether or not isolated readings could be 
exploited on a larger, comparative scale. In this paper, isolated readings were 
employed to estimate and measure the degree of variation for Greek and Slavic 
copies of just one text. By defining a standard measure of isolated readings per 
a fixed number of words in total, we could create an index that would allow 
for comparisons between translations of different texts. For some research 
designs, it would be interesting and possibly useful to know whether or not the 
number of isolated readings attested in the translation of the Vita Abrahami, for 
example, would be the same as that of any other Slavonic translation. Of course, 
the isolated reading index would not allow for definite conclusions about the 
actual reason for differences between translations of different texts. Would a 
higher number of isolated readings in one text testify to a different translation style 
and translator, or would it be due to the fact that the Greek version used for a 
Slavic translation, marked by a high number of isolated readings, is exceptionally 
remote from any of the extant Greek copies? The index would not provide a ready 
answer to this, but it would at least indicate that there is something special about 
a translation that shows an unusually high or low number of isolated readings.
Summary
The paper not only discusses problems but also opportunities to pinpoint variation 
related to code shifting in translation within the context of manuscript transmissions 
characterised by a high degree of regular internal variation. Especially in written cul-
tures that, like the Slavonic, adhere to an ideology of strict literalism, variation due to 
translation is sometimes particularly hard to distinguish from variation due to simple 
monolingual text copying. The paper proposes a quantitative approach to assess the type 
of variation that occurs by treating bilingual traditions not so much as separate and 
bounded phenomena but as extensions of one coherent tradition. This is achieved by 
reducing the importance of the linguistic gap. Finally, a simple device will be proposed 
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